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ABSTRACT 
Our world has become smaller due to globalization and frequent cultural exchange 
between different countries. As a result, classical music is becoming increasingly global. 
There are a significant number of Chinese composers, including Tan Dun, Chen Yi, Zhou 
Long, and Bright Sheng, who have gained international attention. For a modern 
performer, familiarity with music outside of the Western canon is increasingly important.  
Bright Sheng is an internationally renowned Chinese-American composer who 
blends the heritage of traditional Chinese musical elements, traditional instruments, 
Chinese Opera and folk melodies with Western musical techniques. He infuses Chinese 
character into his works and introduces Chinese music to the Western classical music 
world.  
In this paper, I discuss two of Bright Sheng’s pieces: A Night at the Chinese Opera 
and Three Fantasies. Both works were composed in 2005 and are the only two 
compositions he wrote for violin and piano. Most pianists are not familiar with how to 
transfer or imitate the sounds of traditional Chinese instruments on Western musical 
instruments. The paper examines traditional Chinese techniques for Western instruments 
from A Night in Chinese Opera. Three Fantasies contains three distinct musical 
characters related to different musical elements from different regions of China. I explore 
the traditional musical forms from Three Fantasies and offer practical suggestions for 
performance practice.  
  ii 
This document provides Bright Sheng’s biography, educational background, 
influences, and compositional style. It also features the inspirations for both pieces, a 
detailed analysis of both scores including a structural outline, discussion of compositional 
style, usage of rhythm and timbre and explanation of special techniques. This document 
also serves as an interpretative guide to each composition, including story outlines, 
suggestions for practice strategies, aesthetic considerations, rehearsal techniques and 
performance considerations.  
The research for this paper is based on personal interview and coaching with Bright 
Sheng and analysis from the published scores for A Night at the Chinese Opera and 
Three Fantasies by G. Schirmer, Inc. I hope that this document will be a comprehensive 
performers’ guide to both works and serve as an explanation and promotion of Chinese 
classical music to a larger audience. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
In the past two decades, there have been increasing numbers of Chinese performers 
who left China to perform widely and who received acclaim on the Western musical 
stages. However, Chinese music doesn’t have a similar popularity, and most Western 
audiences are not as familiar with Chinese composers as they are with the Chinese 
performers. The main purpose of this document is to demonstrate the Chinese musical 
style and the sound of Chinese musical instruments as used in Western-style pieces by a 
Chinese-American composer. 
The current research on Bright Sheng’s music includes some scholarship on his 
work in the different genres, such as operas, orchestra music, chamber music and vocal 
music. There are a few DMA documents that address some of his compositions for piano 
and violin: When east meets West: A stylistic analysis of Bright Sheng’s piano works by 
Yi Zhang;1 A performance guide to Bright Sheng’s solo violin work, “The Stream Flows” 
by Shumin Lin;2 and Songs from a distant memory: A study of Bright Sheng’s Four 
Movements for Piano Trio and “Tibetan Dance” by Angela On Yee Wong.3 Of the two 
pieces I am discussing in this document, A Night at the Chinese Opera and Three 
                                                 
1 Yi Zhang, "When East Meets West: A Stylistic Analysis of Bright Sheng's Piano Works." (DMA paper: 
2010).  
 
2 Shumin Lin. "A Performance Guide to Bright Sheng's Solo Violin Work, “The Stream Flows”," (DMA 
paper: 2006).  
  
3 Angela On Yee Wong, "Songs from a Distant Memory: A Study of Bright Sheng's Four Movements for 
Piano Trio and “Tibetan Dance”," (DMA paper: 2011).  
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Fantasies, Sheng’s A Night at the Chinese Opera has not been researched or studied. 
However, Three Fantasies has been researched by Mei-Mei Wei in her document 
Summary of lecture recital: Bright Sheng’s Selected Chamber Music for Strings: Two 
Violin Solos, and Two String Quartets.4 In four pages, the author describes the basic 
inspiration and background for each movement. Here in my document, I will present 
much more detailed examinations, including a theoretical analysis, description of 
instruments and musical styles from different regions, and practical suggestions for 
performers. 
To have a better understanding of these pieces, I conducted an interview session and 
a coaching session with Professor Bright Sheng in New York City on Dec. 29th 2017, 
along with the violinist Aihua Zhang. During the interview, Bright Sheng explained his 
compositional philosophy and discussed his inspirations. Sheng explained the musical 
characters, conducted the tempo and entrances, and indicated the timbre of those effects 
he wanted to create. The information from the interview and coaching with Sheng is 
contained in this documents as a resource for those wishing to study and perform A Night 
at the Chinese Opera and Three Fantasies. Mr. Zhang and I performed both pieces in my 
lecture recital on February 22nd 2018 at 5 pm in Katzin Concert Hall at Arizona State 
University, during which I also presented the results of my research and on these works.  
 
 
 
                                                 
4 Wei, Mei-Mei, "Summary of Lecture Recital. Bright Sheng's Selected Chamber Music for Strings: Two 
Violin Solos, and Two String Quartets," (DMA paper: 2006).  
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CHAPTER 2 
LIFE, CAREER, AND SUBSTANTIAL INFLUENCES OF BRIGHT SHENG 
Chinese Life and Influences 
Bright Sheng was born on December 6, 1955 in Shanghai. His first musical 
education was piano lessons with his mother at age four. In his early teenage life, China 
went through a very important and unforgettable period of political and cultural change. 
From May 1966 to August 1976, Chairman Mao Zedong launched the Cultural 
Revolution.  
During the Cultural Revolution, many people suffered imprisonment, seizure of 
property, torture or general humiliation.5 Bright Sheng wrote of this in the introduction to 
his symphonic piece “H’un”:  
The ten years 1966-1976 was the period of the infamous "Cultural Revolution" in 
China, the calamitous consequence of the cruel power struggle within the highest 
level of the Chinese Communist Party. It was the most tragic time in recent Chinese 
history, a time of violence, madness, and chaos, and a time that ultimately awoke 
the consciousness of the Chinese people under the Communist regime. Thousands 
of people died and millions of survivors are still paying the price to this day. I was 
one of the millions of Chinese who were the witnesses, victims, and survivors of the 
"Cultural Revolution."6  
                                                 
5 Staff, History.com, “Cultural Revolution,” A&E Networks, Accessed March 6, 2018, 
http://www.history.com/topics/cultural-revolution. 
 
6 Sheng Bright, ""H'Un (Lacerations): In Memoriam 1966-1976" for Orchestra," Perspectives of New 
Music 33, no. 1-2 (Winter, 1995): 560-603, Accessed March 18, 2018, 
http://login.ezproxy1.lib.asu.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy1.lib.asu.edu/docview/1188831?accountid=4485.  
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During the Cultural Revolution, Mao strongly opposed and banned any Western 
influences and attacked the people who practiced the “Four Old Things”7 from earlier 
Chinese parties. This was an effort to control peoples’ mind and resolve bureaucratic 
problems.  He also suggested that China’s farmers were incapable of creating the right 
sort of society, and thus turned to the urban area, intellectuals, and Chinese youth.8 All 
universities were closed, and all educated students and teenagers’ life changed 
dramatically. Sheng was among them. Sheng was sent to Qinghai, a Chinese province 
which borders Tibet (Figure 1). His musicianship developed during his life in these seven 
years in Qinghai. He worked as a pianist and percussionist, and later as a conductor in the 
provincial music and dance theater. He also studied folk music of the region, rather than 
work as a farm laborer like most relocated people.9 He was also regarded as the best 
pianist and musician in that region, and was largely self-taught, as most people lacked 
musical education or skills. Bright Sheng was highly attracted to the local folk melodies 
and he describes that: “The Qing Hai province was in a very remote area with a special 
and beautiful type of music. I started studying it on the side without knowing why, and 
without realizing that one day it would be a great resource for inspiration.”10 A number of 
Sheng’s compositions are inspired by these Chinese Folk melodies, for examples: Thirty-
Mile Village, Two Folk Songs, My Other Song, Three Fantasies, Tibetan Dance, Seven 
                                                 
7 Old customs, old culture old habits and old ideas. 
 
8 Timothy Cheek, Mao Zedong and China’s Revolutions (Boston, New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002), 
26.   
 
9 Bright Sheng, “Biography,” Bright Sheng Personal Website, Accessed March 6, 2018. 
http://brightsheng.com/bio.html. 
 
10 Ann McCutchan, The Muse That Sings (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1999), 206. 
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Tunes heard in China, Four movements for Piano Trio, and Two Folk Songs from 
Qinghai. 
The Cultural Revolution ended in August 1976, following Chairman Mao’s death in 
1976. The universities reopened in 1978, and Sheng became one of the first students 
accepted to the Shanghai Conservatory of Music, subsequently his undergraduate degree 
in music composition. In order to achieve higher education, he moved to the United 
States after he graduated from Shanghai Conservatory of Music in 1982. 
 
Figure 1: Map of China showing provinces.11 
United States Life and Influence  
Bright Sheng attended Queens College in New York City starting in 1984, and 
earned a Doctoral degree from Columbia University in 1993. In 1985, he met Leonard 
Bernstein at the Tanglewood Music Center. This meeting had a profound influence on 
                                                 
11 China Highlights Maps, “Map of Chinese Provinces,” China Highlights, Accessed March 6, 2018, 
https://www.chinahighlights.com/map/china-provincial-map/. 
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Sheng’s career, as Bernstein became an indispensable musical mentor in Sheng’s life.  
Sheng studied composition and conducting with Bernstein privately and worked as his 
assistant until Bernstein’s death in 1990.12 As he recalled in the interview, “The five 
years I studied with Bernstein were an unforgettable and irreplaceable experience. I 
learned a lot from him and Bernstein opened my mind and eyes.”13 After he graduated 
from Columbia University, his career as a composer continued to develop. One of the 
highest honors he received was to be invited by President Clinton in 1999 to compose a 
new work honoring the visiting Chinese Premiere Rongji Zhu. The Three Songs for Pipa 
and Cello was premiered by Wu Man and Yo Yo Ma during the state dinner hosted by 
the Clintons.14 Since that time, Sheng has continued to receive accolades including the 
MacArthur Foundation Fellowship, the American Award in Music from the American 
Academy of Arts and Letters, and an ASCAP Achievement Award.15 Sheng has also 
taught composition at the University of Michigan since 1995, where he is the Leonard 
Bernstein Distinguished University Professor of Composition. 
Sheng has had a successful musical life, and he recalls this in the interview, “I have 
worked with wonderful musicians; the process of a successful musical career is the 
learning process; I wouldn’t be successful without these great musicians’ endless help.”16 
                                                 
12 Bright Sheng, “Biography,” http://brightsheng.com/bio.html. 
 
13 Bright Sheng, Personal Interview with the composer by Zhou Jiang, December 29, 2017. 
 
14 Bright Sheng, “Biography,” http://brightsheng.com/bio.html. 
 
15 Ibid. 
 
16 Bright Sheng, Personal Interview, 2017. Translated by author.  
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Sheng has worked with Yo-Yo Ma, Cho-Liang Lin, Emanuel Ax, the Takacs String 
Quartet, the Shanghai String Quartet, and the Emerson Quartet.17  
Sheng’s music not only clearly contains Chinese musical elements, like the 
pentatonic mode, Chinese folk songs and elements of the Chinese opera, but also 
incorporates Western compositional techniques of form and rhythm. During his time in 
the United States, he frequently studied the music from the great composers and gained 
compositional inspiration by analyzing music of Western composers from Bach to 
Bartok.18 Sheng is a great admirer of Bela Bartok and mentions Bartok numerous times; 
he said: 
I mentioned Bartok as one of my models, especially the way he fuses East 
European folk music with the high cultured Germanic musical traditions. Using 
folk or secular elements in a composition started at the beginning of western 
history. But what makes Bartok’s music great is that he manages to keep the 
primitiveness and savageness of these folk elements as well as the refined quality 
in the classical tradition. The result enriches both. That is not easy to do. A 
composer must understand both sides in great profundity. Then when these two 
seemingly opposites meet at their most original end, a true transformation occurs.  
This is the very goal I am striving to achieve. But I think less and less about 
whether some element I am using is Chinese or Western. I write whatever excites 
me while continuing to study both cultures, hoping that Western audiences don't 
feel they need to understand Chinese music in order to appreciate me, or that 
Chinese audiences feel that they need to understand Western music.19 
Sheng, like Bartok with Hungarian music, searches for a way to fuse the Chinese 
musical characters with Western musical techniques. 
                                                 
17 Bright Sheng, “Biography,” http://brightsheng.com/bio.html. 
 
18 Ann McCutchan, The Muse That Sings, 206. 
 
19 Ibid, 209. 
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Sheng’s works are well-known for their dramatic style and historical significance.20 
Besides his two major orchestral works H’un and Nanking! Nanking!, he has composed 
vocal music, choral music, operas, piano solo music, instrumental music, and chamber 
music, with many works incorporating both Western instruments and traditional Chinese 
instruments, including Dream of The Red Chambre: An opera in two acts (2016); The 
nightingale and the Rose: A ballet (2006); Three tunes for pipa and erhu (2003); There 
songs for violoncello and pipa(1999); and Spring Dreams-for Violin and Orchestra of 
Traditional Chinese Instruments (1998). He was appointed as the first Composer-in-
Residence for the New York City Ballet from 2006-2008, and served as composer-in-
residence with the Seattle Symphony Orchestra.21 Sheng also appears on the world stages 
as conductor and pianist. Sheng has performed with the Seattle Symphony Orchestra, and 
the Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra, and at Tanglewood Music Center, Saratoga 
Spring, the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center, and the Kennedy Center.22 
In addition, Sheng has participated in numerous summer festivals as their composer-
in-residence, including La Jolla Chamber music Summerfest, Santa Fe Chamber Music 
Festival, Bowdoin International Summer Festival and Brevard Music Center.23 
 
 
                                                 
20 Bright Sheng, “Biography,” http://brightsheng.com/bio.html. 
 
21 Bright Sheng, “Biography,” http://brightsheng.com/bio.html. 
 
22 Ibid. 
 
23 Ibid.  
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CHAPTER 3  
A NIGHT AT THE CHINESE OPERA  
The Inspiration for A Night at the Chinese Opera 
Bright Sheng’s A Night at the Chinese Opera for Violin and Piano was published in 
2005, and was commissioned by the International Violin Competition of Indianapolis as 
the required piece for the 2006 Competition.24 A Night at the Chinese Opera interests me 
in multiple ways. It reminds me of the very popular Peking Opera Farewell My 
Concubine from present and past generations. Bright Sheng referenced the music of the 
original Chinese opera and composed this contemporary piece by adopting the story 
aspects from the original Chinese Opera. He explored traditional Chinese musical 
elements on Western musical instruments.  
Sheng gives a brief introduction in the program notes:  
The basic materials in this work are derived from an instrument interlude of the 
well-known Peking Opera, Farewell My concubine. In the opera Princess Yu bids 
farewell to General Xing-her Lover and master-with a sword dance before she 
kills herself at the climactic point of the dance. Here I imagine the violin part 
delivers the female singing voice as well as the Peking Opera Fiddle, while the 
Piano part often gives the rhythm of the Chinese Opera. Nonetheless, the feeling 
of dance should be prevalent.25  
 
The Chinese Opera Farewell my Concubine is based on the Chinese epic 
historical records of Liubang, the eventual founder of the Han dynasty, who battled for 
unification of China with Xiangyu. Xiangyu was surrounded by Liubang and finally lost 
                                                 
24 Bright Sheng, A Night at the Chinese Opera (New York, NY: G. Schirmer, 2005), program notes.   
 
25  Bright Sheng, A Night at the Chinese Opera, program notes.   
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the battle. In the story General Xiangyu called his horse and his favorite concubine 
princess Yu to run a way for the sake of their own safety before he committed suicide by 
cutting his throat. However Princess Yu refused to leave and bided farewell to General 
Xiang, her lover and master, with a sword dance and she kills herself at the climactic 
point of the dance. The horse drowned himself into the river at the end of the story.  
A Night at the Chinese Opera is not merely Sheng’s new musical conception of the 
Chinese Opera Farewell my Concubine.26 The musical idea for A Night at the Chinese 
Opera is from his earlier work Spring Dream second movement Spring Opera. Sheng 
composed and dedicated Spring Dream for Cello and Orchestra of Chinese traditional 
instruments to Yo-Yo MA in 1997, and in 1998 arranged and it for Violin and Orchestra 
of Chinese traditional instruments for Cho-Liang Lin, to whom he dedicated it. However, 
instead of using the entire traditional Chinese instrument orchestra, Bright Sheng 
transfers the timbre of traditional Chinese instruments to the piano in the A Night at the 
Chinese Opera.  
In 1996, I was asked by Yo-Yo Ma to write a concerto for cello and an orchestra 
of traditional Chinese instruments. The resulting work, Spring Dreams, was 
premiered on 20 February 1997 at Carnegie Hall, with Yo-Yo Ma as a solo cellist 
with the central Orchestra of Traditional Chinese Instruments, conducted by Hu 
Bing Xu. This ensemble subsequently performed the piece in seventeen cities 
during a U.S tour that spring. 
One of the audience members at the Carnegie Hall premiere was violinist Cho-
Liang Lin, who then contacted the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra for the 
Commission of Tonight’s version for violin and orchestra of Chinese traditional 
instruments. This version of Spring Dreams is dedicated to Cho-Liang Lin.27  
                                                 
26 Bright Sheng, Personal Interview, 2017. 
 
27 Bright Sheng, Spring Dream (New York, NY: G. Schirmer, 1999), program notes 
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To understand the musical styles of Bright Sheng’s A Night at the Chinese Opera, a 
brief introduction to the style and aesthetics of Chinese opera is required.  
The Introduction to Chinese Opera  
Chinese Opera is also referred to as Peking Opera, which is a reformed version of 
ancient Chinese music popularized during the late eighteenth century. “Following a long-
observed custom of including opera in birthday celebrations, opera troupes from around 
China poured into the capital to take part in the celebrations of the Qianlong Emperor’s 
80th birthday in 1790.”28  Since then, Chinese Opera became one of the most popular 
entertainments and representative art forms. The early decades of the twentieth century 
may be considered Beijing Opera’s golden age.29 “The increasing audience and artists 
were attracted by the Chinese Opera’s unique distinguishing feature, which is an 
ingenious combination of elements from many sources: traditional Chinese music, poetry, 
singing, recitation, dancing, acrobatics and martial skills, all blended into one great 
theatrical art without a trace of affectation.”30  
The Chinese Opera draws unique music characters from two distinct regional 
traditions, Xipi from northern China and Erhuang from further south. Xipi and Erhuang 
came to form the core of Chinese Opera music, with Erhuang is typically used in serious 
                                                 
28 Nancy Guy, “Beijing Opera,” Oxford Music Online Jan. 2001, Accessed March 12, 2018, 
http://oxfordindex.oup.com/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.51764#fullTextLinks. 
 
29 Ibid. 
 
30 Wu Zuguang, Huang Zuolin, and Mei Shaowu, Peiking Opera and Mei Lanfang (Beijing, China: New 
World Press, 1984), 2.  
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or melancholy situations, while Xipi is heard in livelier, more positive circumstances.31 
Chinese Opera contains four main types of characteristics: sheng (the male role), dan (the 
female role), jing (painted face) and chou (clown). Each of these characters is distinctly 
different from each other in gestures, movements, costume and quality of voice.32  
Chinese Opera kept flourishing and developing after the Qing dynasty, and it was 
performed for wider foreign audiences in the early twentieth century. Chinese Opera 
master33 Mei Lanfang performed his new Opera Lady Chang E flies to the moon at a 
social evening for a teachers’ club in 1916 where the audience was largely Americans 
teaching in schools they had founded in northern China. Later, Mei Shaowu (Mei 
Lanfang’s son) described this event as “A Peking Opera with father playing the leading 
role, became one of the two “musts” for foreign guests visiting China, the other being the 
world famous Great Wall”.34 
After this successful performance, Mei Lanfang started to bring Peking Opera to the 
world’s attention. He paid his first visit to Japan, staging Peking Opera for the first time 
in a foreign land at 1919, and later Peking Opera was performed in the United States in 
1930 and the Soviet Union in 1935.35    
Unlike Western Opera education, in which students generally begin serious study 
during their collegiate years, Chinese Opera has a unique and long tradition of training of 
                                                 
31 Ibid.   
 
32 Ibid, 66.  
 
33 Master is the Chinese term to designate an expert in any field.  
 
34 Wu Zuguang, Huang Zuolin, and Mei Shaowu, Peiking Opera and Mei LAnfang, 47. 
 
35 Ibid. 
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the singers. Before the establishment of professional schools, the actors or tutors accepted 
a young child, often only about seven years old, and had a contract with the child’s 
parents. Under the terms of this contact, the child lived with the actor with no fees. 
However, it could be very taxing for the child, as it heavily obligated the child to the 
actor.36 The child’s status was more like an apprentice rather than a student.37 After the 
first few years training, the child was allowed to perform on the stage or privately to earn 
money for the actor. For several years, the pupil had to perform frequently to earn more 
money for the master. Sometimes, if the master thought the pupil’s contract had not been 
fulfilled, and the pupil had not earned his keep, he would extend the seven-year period 
until such time as he was satisfied.38  
Another element of early Chinese Opera training is that the pupils learn the 
techniques by ear. “There wasn’t a system of teaching and producing sound”, Fu Xiru 
explained to Stephen Raskauskas.39 For instance, the masters would sing or demonstrate 
singing technique or movements in the class, and ask pupils to write down the notes by 
ear. In the ancient Chinese Opera, there are not female pupils or actors involved, and the 
male actors always take the female roles. Now, things have changed and the 
contemporary training system is different. There are two professional Peking opera 
training schools that were established in Beijing in 1952. One is called the Chinese Opera 
                                                 
36 Elizabeth Halson, Chinese Opera. Taipei: Chung yang tu shu ch'u pan she, 1966 
pp.8 
 
37 Ibid.  
 
38 Ibid, 9. 
 
39 Stephen Raskauskas, “How Western Opera Changed Singing in Chinese Opera,” WFMT Blog, Accessed 
March 6, 2018, http://blogs.wfmt.com/offmic/2016/09/27/western-opera-changed-singing-chinese-opera/. 
 
  14 
Training School, and the other school is called the Peking Municipality Opera School. 
For the first time, they also accepted female students.40  
The Instruments in the Traditional Chinese Orchestra 
Chinese opera is always played by an orchestra of traditional Chinese instruments. 
Orchestras are fairly small and consist mostly of percussion and string instruments with a 
few accompanying woodwind instruments.41 Most orchestras consist of seven or eight 
players and are situated at the right-hand corner of the stage nearest the front.42 The 
orchestra is trained to watch the actor for cues including an approaching voice, stamping 
of feet, or certain movements with the sleeve or costume.43  The orchestra is divided into 
two parts: the string instruments which mostly accompany melodic singing, and 
percussion instruments, which accentuate movements and gestures. The main string 
instruments are the bowed instrument Huqin and plucked instruments Yueqin. The main 
percussion instruments are gongs (Chinese Luo) and drums (Bangu and Bangzi) of 
different sizes and shapes, which provide a very strong rhythmical effect, and are 
frequently used for walking movements and to bring out the emotions of the characters. 
The brief explanations and pictures of musical instruments appear in the last part of this 
                                                 
40 Elizabeth Halson, Chinese Opera. Taipei: Chung yang tu shu ch'u pan she, 1966,11.  
 
41 Ibid, 52.  
 
42 Ibid.  
 
43 Dolores Menstell Hus, “Musical Elements of Chinese Opera.” The Musical Quarterly Vol. 50, No. 4 
(Oct., 1964), pp. 444, Accessed March 12, 2018, 
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy1.lib.asu.edu/stable/740955?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents. 
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chapter along with the discussion of how the sound of traditional instruments transfer to 
the Western piano and violin.  
A Brief Introduction to Chinese Theory 
In China, most traditional music uses the pentatonic scale. The five pentatonic notes 
are called the “Main notes”44 and referred to by five individual names: Gong, Shang, Jiao, 
Zhi, and Yu (Example 1). The intervals between each notes are M2, M2, m3 and M2; 
there is no minor second. 
 
Example 1: Basic Chinese Pentatonic Scale. 
 
There are five modes based on the original pentatonic scale. The keys of all five 
modes are based on the tonal center, or based on the starting note and ending note 
(Example 2). For example, the C Gong Mode pentatonic scale is C-D-E-G-A; if the tonal 
center is E, it refers to Jiao mode; if the tonal center is G, it refers to Zhi mode.  
                                                 
44 Translated from “正音” by author. 
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Example 2: Gong mode, Shang mode, Jiao mode, Zhi mode and Yu mode.  
 
Besides five pentatonic modes which contain the five “main notes”, there are 
additionally two “Changing notes” 45  that can be added to make a six-tone scale. 
However, only one of the “Changing notes” can be added at once (Figure 2). One 
changing note is called Qiaojiao, which is a half-step above Jiao; another is Biangong 
which is a half-step below Gong.  
Name Note Scale Relationship 
Qingjiao F C-D-E-F-G-A One half-step above Jiao 
Biangong B C-D-E-G-A-B One half-step below Gong 
Figure 2: Changing notes and their addition to C Gong mode.  
A Night at the Chinese Opera contains some similar six-tone scales. For example, 
the six main notes in the primary theme are E (Gong), F-Sharp (Shang), G-Sharp (Jiao), 
B (Zhi), C-Sharp (Yu), D-Sharp (Biangong), which is based on the intervals between each 
notes. The D sharp is considered the Biangong note which is half step from the E gong 
                                                 
45 Translated from偏音 by author.  
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note. Moreover, because of the tonal center of this primary theme is C sharp, which is the 
Jiao note. Thus we call this mode Biangong Jiao mode (Example 3).  
 
Example 3: A Night at the Chinese Opera mm. 10-13. 
 
The Structure and Compositional Technique in A Night at the Chinese Opera 
The formal structure of A Night at the Chinese Opera follows a large three-part 
structure that is built upon variations with double themes. Sheng adopts two contrasting 
ideas to present two different musical characters. Theme A mostly presents the melodic 
material with the four-note melodic motive x and theme B displays the percussive effect 
for stressing the emotional movements. Following is the diagram of A Night at the 
Chinese Opera (Figure 3). 
Part I: Presentation of Themes. 
Prelude A A1 B Closing  
#mm: 9  42 35 13 25  = 124 
?  E B ? ? 
 
 
Part II: Variation and Development of Themes. 
A2 B1 A3 A4 Trans.  
#mm: 21 34 10 24 4   = 93 
Ab/C ? Gb F/D ? 
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Part III: Final Variations and Conclusion 
A5 A6 B2 A7 Postlude 
#mm: 25 22 12 7 16   = 82 
E ? ? E ? 
 
     Total =    199 
 
Figure 3: Diagram of A Night at the Chinese Opera. 
 
A Night at the Chinese Opera could be divided into three large parts, with each 
part containing theme A and theme B. Theme A and theme B perform as independent 
materials and later are developed in several variations. Material from the theme B 
happens one time in each part, followed by the theme A.  
Each part is clearly delineated by tonal function and includes theme A and theme B 
material with the closing and transitional sections. In Part I: Presentation of Themes, 
theme A is introduced first in Biangong Jiao mode using E as Gong on the piano, and 
followed by the variation A1 in the same mode using B as Gong on the violin. Theme B 
is first inserted by the end of the part I before the closing section to emphasize the 
percussive effect. The first section presenting the themes is the longest in the work 
clearly establishing the themes before developing them. This facilitates easier closure, as 
the themes are clear prior to development.  
Part II: Variation and Development of Themes starts with an ambitious cadenza 
on the piano that is based on the theme A and is followed with a big virtuosic moment on 
the violin using major seventh intervals in ascending and descending glissandos, which is 
using the material from the theme B. This leads to another two variations A3 and A4. The 
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music is building up in intensity with a strong rhythmic pattern in the four measures 
transition in mm. 214-217 that leads the music to the excited last part.  
Part III: Final Variations and Conclusions is the climax of this piece and it 
emphasizes the original key of Biangong Jiao mode using E as Gong. It first occurs on 
the piano in A5 section and it alternates with the violin in A7. Lastly, the postlude closes 
the whole piece with a sudden mode switch and tempo reduction to quarter note equals 
42 for dramatic effect.  It is also worth mentioning that the second and final section is 
nearly the same length as the development, lending a proportional and complete feel to 
the entire work. 
Following is the detailed formal structure analysis with the discussion of the 
different musical textures in each variation (Figure 4). 
Part  Formal 
Section  
Measure 
numbers 
Modes Musical characters  
Prelude 
 
mm. 1-9   Violin: melodic Lines 
Piano: percussive timbre  
Part I Theme A mm. 10-51 Biangong Jiao mode 
that is using E as 
Gong 
Theme A is introduced on 
the piano in the slow 
tempo  
Variation A1 mm. 52-86 Biangong Jiao mode 
that is using B as 
Gong 
Fast tempo and 
theme A is introduced on 
the violin 
 
B mm.87-99 Percussive timbrel Violin and piano create 
dissonant timbre 
Closing  mm. 100-124 Motive x Extreme soft dynamic and 
lower range on both 
instruments.   
Part II  Variation A2 mm.125-148 Biangong Jiao mode 
that is using A flat as 
Gong, 
and modulated to 
Biangong Jiao mode 
that is using C as 
Gong 
The piano solo 
Theme A happens on the 
piano right hand first at 
mm. 130-134 among with 
the motive x happens on 
the piano left hand by using 
chords. And then the 
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 Theme A modulated to 
another key on mm. 139 in 
right hand.  
 
Variation B1 mm.149-179 Percussively timbrel  Materials from B with 
ornaments 
Variation A3 mm.180-189 Biangong Jiao mode 
that is using G flat as 
Gong   
The Piano solo 
Theme A happens on right 
hand and motive x in the 
left hand, extreme dynamic 
fff with chords. 
Variation A4 mm. 190-213 Biangong Jiao mode 
that is using F as Gong 
and later modulated to 
D as Gong 
 
Piano gives rhythmic 
support with mostly quarter 
notes and violin presents 
the theme A in 16th notes. 
Transition mm.214-217  Piano solo  
Piano plays uneven 
rhythmical patterns on both 
hand 
Part III Variation A5 mm.218-242 Biangong Jiao mode 
that is using E as 
Gong 
Theme A recalled in the 
original key on the piano 
left hand  
Variation A6 mm. 242-266 Motive x  Motive x happens 
simultaneously in the piano 
part, with violin building 
up by half step octaves. 
Variation B2  mm.267-276 Percussively timbral  Piano solo with cluster 
chords to build up to the 
faster tempo  
Variation A7 mm. 277-283 Biangong Jiao mode 
that is using E as 
Gong 
Prestissimo  
Piano creates percussive 
effects with the extreme 
range of the piano, and the 
violin recalls theme A in 
the original key.  
Postlude mm. 284-299  Similar musical idea from 
the prelude  
Figure 4: Formal structure chart of A Night at the Chinese Opera. 
In the Prelude (mm. 1-9), Sheng hints at two distinct characters from each 
instrument. One is the metallic sound on the piano, the other is the melodic sound on the 
violin. The postlude (mm. 284-299) shares a similar idea as the prelude, but with a 
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dramatic tempo change between slow and fast to emphasize the different musical 
elements and stark switch between moods. For example, the tempo alternates between 
quarter note equals 42 to quarter note equal 152-168 in every measure for the first four 
bars, then on the slow tempo continues from mm. 292 to the end without slowing down.  
Theme A (mm. 10-51) first introduces the graceful primary theme in a slow tempo, 
with the four notes (C-sharp, E, B, C-sharp) of motive x at the beginning (Example 4). It 
hints of the graceful life between General Xiang and Princess Yu by presenting the 
smooth and conversational dialogue between the two instruments. The theme A presents 
a Biangong Jiao mode that is uses E as Gong. Motive x becomes a very significant 
element throughout the entire piece, and we can always hear its return.  
 
 
Example 4: A Night at the Chinese Opera p. 1 from mm. 10-18 theme A and motive x. 
Variation A1 (mm.52-86) presents a different music character based on the theme 
A by using a lot of accents and a percussive effect. The theme A alternates to the violin 
with a different rhythm, and the mode remains in Biangong Jiao mode but with G-sharp 
as Gong. The motive x happens on both instruments with the primary theme. Also this 
section introduces the four-note rhythmic motive y at the beginning, which becomes an 
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important material in the later compositions (Example 5). The motive y happens a few 
times simultaneously through the entire piece that to represent the percussive effect of the 
original Chinese drum instruments. 
 
Example 5: A Night at the Chinese Opera p. 4 mm. 52-56, theme A, motive x and y. 
 
Theme B (mm. 87-99) emphasizes the percussive effect by the piano playing 
dissonant cluster chords, and the violin playing descending glissandi with minor second 
grace notes to created intense dissonance with an added tritone (Example 6). There is also 
is a closing section (mm. 100-124) which features a thinner texture, softer dynamic, and 
lower range for both instruments. 
 
Example 6: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 6 mm. 92-96, Violin plays descending 
glissandi with intensely dissonant intervals. 
 
The ambitious cadenza for piano opens the Variation A2 (mm.125-148). It brings 
an exciting moment to open the next section. It starts on an extremely soft dynamic pppp 
and builds up to the climax by emphasizing the motive x in both hands of the piano with 
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the primary theme recurring from mm. 130-134 in Biangong mode. It uses A flat as Gong 
and it modulated from mm.139-141 in Biangong mode that is uses C as Gong (Example 
7). 
 
Example 7: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 8-9, mm. 125-141 Piano cadenza. 
The most distinguished part, variation B1 (149-179) develops the original B 
materials by using a few ornaments. The violin has a big virtuosic moment in this section 
and mostly uses major seventh intervals with up and down glissandos. The music texture 
on the violin glissandos depicts a horse’s running and neighing. Against the virtuosic 
violin, the piano plays a graceful and humorous tune in half-steps and tritones (Example 
8). Additionally, the composer includes two piano solos in fast ascending and descending 
cluster chords to mirror the ascending and descending glissandos in the violin (Example 
8). 
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Example 8: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 10 mm 152-156, Violin plays glissandos. 
 
 
Example 8: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 11, mm.164-168, Piano plays fast ascending  
and descending cluster chords. 
 
Variation A3 (mm.180-189) brings back the primary theme in accented eighth note 
chords in the piano’s right hand, and the motive x is played in the left hand upper voice 
and the lower voices (Example 9).  
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Example 9: A Night at the Chinese Opera, pp. 13, mm. 179-185, piano cadenza on theme 
A and motive x. 
The violin starts the variation A4 (mm. 190-213) by presenting the theme A on the 
same mode which is the Biangong Jiao mode but based on F as Gong and D as Gong 
(Example 10). In addition, the motive y occurs four times (mm.205, mm.207, mm.209 
and mm. 210) in this variation.    
 
Example 10: A Night at the Chinese Opera, 13-14, mm 189-192 and mm. 197-200,  
Violin plays theme A.  
 
Variation A5 starts on mm. 218 with four measures of transition (mm.214-217). The 
theme A returns in added Biangong Jiao mode based on E as Gong with the piano left 
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hand constantly playing eighth notes. However, the violin brings the intensity by playing 
on mostly accented sixteenth notes in the pentatonic mode to make the music more 
exciting.  
The next variation A6 (243-266) is the only variation where we cannot find the 
theme A, but the motive x appears in the piano part a few times. The piano changes the 
texture to broken chords and the violin finally presents the unison octave intervals, 
building by half-steps to add additional intensity (Example 11).  
 
Example 11: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p.19 mm. 245-254 Piano plays motive x. 
The variation B2 (mm. 267-276) is followed by two measures of glissandos on the 
violin and the piano. It features ten measures of piano solo that contains the same idea 
from the previous variation B1. 
Lastly, the variation A7 refrains the theme A in Biangong Jiao mode based on E as 
Gong, and is accompanied by the piano playing on the edges of the ranges of the piano. 
The right hand of piano plays metallic notes and left hand simutenously plays big leaps. 
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In conclusion, the explanations and examples show that the theme A is on the same 
mode Biangong Jiao mode plays the most important role throughtout the entire piece, and 
it always returns or is emphasized alternately between piano and violin with different 
musical patterns. Additionally, it associated with a distingushed musical character that 
focuses on the rhythm and lends a timbral effect to the B sections. The B sections 
happens once in the each of the part. 
Additionally, Sheng applies other music compositional technques. The same pattern 
constantly repeats on both instruments, which resembles the repetetive technique of 
ostinato. For example, the piano first introduces this technique from mm. 41 to mm. 44 
by repeating the same pitch group (Example 12). 
 
Example 12: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 3, mm. 40-46, Piano ostinato. 
 
Ostinato can be found more in the violin part, because Sheng is imitating the 
Chinese fiddle sound on the violin.46 For example, the violin repeats the same pitch from 
                                                 
46 Bright Sheng, A Night at the Chinese Opera, Program notes.  
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mm. 231-235 (Example 13). Generally Jinghu has a shorter bow and length of the 
instrument is about 2/3 of the Violin, it has a high and shrill quality tone. In the Chinese 
opera accompaniment, it mostly uses one position and it crosses the range of 9th or 10th. 
Because of the limited range, the patterns of the intervals rarely apply large leaps and it 
goes back and forth to express the music.47 
  
 
Example 13: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 18 mm. 231-235, Violin Ostinato. 
Another western musical tecnique that Sheng uses in A Night at the Chinese Opera 
is polytonality.48 Beginning with the piano solo in mm. 180-189, the tonal center of the 
piano’s right hand voice is in E-flat minor, and the piano’s left hand voice contains the 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
47 Zhian Zhao, “A Study of the Jinghu accompaniment artistry in traditional Peking opera,” (DMA paper: 
2002), 59.  
 
48 The simultaneous presentation of more than two tonalities in a polyphonic texture. From: "Polytonality." 
Grove Music Online, Accessed 22 Mar. 2018, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-0000022060. 
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motive x in A minor. The tritone between E-flat and A creates dissonance and adds 
intensity to the music before the motive x in A switches to B minor.  Sheng also 
incorporates the planing49 technique at the same place to emphasize the parallel fifth on 
both instruments (Example 14). The same technique can be found in mm. 87-90 and 
mm.130-139, where the different voices emphasize the different tonal centers. 
 
Example 14: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 13, mm. 179-189, piano cadenza on 
Polytonality. 
Besides the colorful tonality, Bright Sheng also expresses a strong rhythmic effect 
from the beginning. Even though the composer doesn’t express rhythm through 
complicated time signatures or polyrhythm, the pattern of the two against three is 
frequently used to give the hint of dancing mood. This type of hemiola first appears in the 
variation A1 while the violin and piano right hand are in 3/4, but the piano left hand gives 
                                                 
49 Harmonic parallelism is often referred to as planing. Melodic movement of two parts in the same 
direction and at a distance of the same interval or intervals. From: Stefan Kostka, Materials and Techniques 
of Post-tonal Music (New Jersey:Pearson Education, Inc: 2012), 75. 
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the strong feeling of 6/8. The use of two against three breaks up the smooth melody in the 
variation A and reinforces the dance-like feeling (Example 15).  
 
Example 15: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 4, mm. 52-56 hemiola. 
 
The uneven rhythm between the voices becomes the main rhythmic effect in the 
whole piece and can also befound at mm.131-139. The uneven rhythm also extends to a 
displaced rhythm in mm. 214-217 to interrupt the regualarity and to increase the rhythmic 
tension that leads to the final climax (Example 16). In the four measures from mm.214-
217, the grouping of the main melody in the left hand with accents is in four beats but the 
right hand pentatonic scale is in a three beat grouping. Moreover, the music is building up 
with strong rhythmic pattern and higher register on both instrument later, it reflects the 
dancing movement by Princess Yu.  
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Example 16: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 16, mm. 214-217, piano plays uneven 
rhythm. 
Lastly, Bright Sheng dramatically alternates the different tempos between subito 
(quarter note to 42) to prestissimo (quarter note to 152-168) that to testify General 
Xiangyu’s sudden loss (Example 17). 
 
Example 17: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 22, mm. 284-288 dramatically tempo 
change. 
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Interpretative Suggestions for A Night at the Chinese Opera  
A Night at the Chinese Opera consists of the same musical idea from the second 
movement of Spring Dream Spring Opera; however, instead of using the entire 
traditional Chinese instrument orchestra, Bright Sheng transfers the timbre of traditional 
Chinese instruments to the western piano in each section. Therefore, how to imitate the 
sound of the traditional instruments on the piano is critical for success in performing A 
Night at the Chinese Opera. 
Scholar Victoria Lington described “One of the most frustrating limitations of the 
piano, especially when trying to imitate an orchestra instrument, is the inability to change 
the volume or intensity of a note once it has been played.”50 The colors of orchestral 
instruments are extremely distinct, so there is a distinct method for transferring each 
orchestral timbre to piano. As collaborative pianists, most of us have been trained to 
imitate the orchestral instruments’ color on the piano by using different techniques, 
specific pedal usage, and studying the textures of an orchestra. However, A Night at the 
Chinese Opera is not only a piano reduction from the orchestra version. Bright Sheng 
composed this version for the piano and violin with the intention of transferring the 
traditional Chinese instruments to piano. Sheng had selected the main instruments from 
each section of the original arrangement to transfer the timbre to the piano. The result is 
very virtuosic and pianistic. There are three categories of Chinese traditional instruments 
used in A Night in the Chinese Opera: Percussion Instruments, Woodwind instruments, 
and String instruments. 
                                                 
50 Victoria Lington DiMaggio, “The piano as an orchestra: the accompanist and the twentieth-century 
orchestral reduction, DMA Dissertation (University of North Texas, 2002), 11. 
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Bright Sheng adopts the percussion timbre effect at the beginning. Bangu (Chinese 
drum),51 is one of the major Chinese traditional percussion instruments. This is a small 
drum and is the most important instrument in the orchestra, for it keeps time and 
coordinates when the actors finish improvisational sections and begin singing again.52 
Bangu is a single-headed block clapper drum with a thick body covered with a single 
layer of animal skin, and supported by frame which is made of wood (Figure 5). Bamboo 
sticks are used to strike the drum head, and the tone quality is crisp with a moderately 
high pitch.53 
 
Figure 5: Chinese tranditinal percussion instrument Bangu. 
 
                                                 
51 Single-headed block drum of the Han Chinese. Ban here refers to the concept of ‘beat’; gu means ‘drum’. 
The drum is supported in a three-legged stand in front of the player and struck on the guxin with one or two 
slender bamboo sticks. The tone quality is crisp, and the pitch is moderately high. From: Alan R Thrasher, 
"Bangu," Grove Music Online, Accessed on 22 Mar. 2018, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-4002274804. 
  
52 Elizabeth Halson, Chinese Opera,52. 
 
53 Alan R Thrasher, "Bangu," Grove Music Online, 22 Mar. 2018, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-4002274804. 
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Sheng imitates the timbre of Bangu in the first measures of A Night in the Chinese 
Opera beginning mm. 1-3 and mm. 6-8 on the highest notes of the piano to create a crisp 
and bright tone (Example 18). The pianist must play these notes very quickly by using 
fingertips to create a metallic percussive sound. The Bangu sound returns near the end of 
the piece in mm. 280. Every note should be precisely articulated in the right hand. 
 
Example 18: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 1, mm. 1-3 and mm. 6-8, piano imitates 
the timbre of Bangu. 
 
Another timbre of percussion instrument is included in mm.3 - Xiao Luo, the 
Chinese Gong (Figure 6). Xiao Luo is held by one finger under the rim of the instrument 
and struck with an unpadded slip of wood, and it is a Change-pitch instrument.54 “The 
most distinctive acoustical quality of this instrument is the sudden change of pitch which 
occurs after being struck—a quality based upon the thickness of the ‘gong heart’ metal in 
relation to that of the shoulder and rim.”55  
                                                 
54 Categorical term for Chinese gongs, each preceded by a prefix to designate type, size, or regional variant, 
accessed on 1/16/2018. From: Alan R Thrasher, "Luo," Grove Music Online, Accessed on 22 Mar. 2018, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-4002281475. 
 
55 Ibid. 
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Figure 6: Chinese tranditinal percussion instrument Xiaoluo. 
By taking advantage of the western piano, Sheng explores a unique way to achieve 
the Xiao Luo sound. The technique is transferred by using cluster chords of the higher 
notes F-sharp, D and E-flat in the left hand and the lower notes E-sharp and C-sharp in 
the right hand, where the right hand releases the notes leaving the left hand sustaining the 
chord (Example 19). Sheng explained that this technique is to mimic the resonance of 
Xiao Luo in the left hand.56 Sheng said, “Xiao Lou’s sound to my ear is always going up, 
so the left hand presents the continuous resonance, and the right hand presents the main 
tone of Xiao Luo.”57 Additionally, Sheng applies mp on the main note and pp on the 
resonance to support his idea. This technique is best executed if the pianist strikes 
differently with each hand; the right hand striking quickly with a fingertip, and the left 
hand slowly pressing the keys with the pad of the finger.  The same technique can also be 
found in mm. 57-59, mm. 67- mm.81, mm. 94 and the postlude.  
                                                 
56 Bright Sheng, Personal Interview, 2017.  
 
57 Ibid.  
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Example 19: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 1, mm. 3 Piano imitates timbre of Xiaoluo. 
 
Compared with Bangu, Bangzi is generally known as nanbangzi (‘southern bangzi’), 
and is rectangular with a lateral slit on one or both sides for resonance, struck with one or 
two slender sticks to produce the sound. Constructed from pear or other wood, nanbangzi 
are of varying sizes, the largest measuring roughly 23 cm long, 9 cm wide, and 6 cm 
thick.58 It has a more gentle and mild timbre (Figure 7).  
 
Figure 7: Chinese tranditinal percussion instrument Bangzi. 
 
Sheng uses a similar compositional technique from Xiao Luo with Bangzi. In mm. 
91- mm. 99, he creates the resonance of Bangzi by releasing the top note and lower notes 
and maintain the middle voice to keep the resonance in the middle range (Example 20). 
                                                 
58 Alan R Thrasher, "Ban," Grove Music Online, Accessed on 22 Mar. 2018, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-4002268164. 
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Example 20: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 6, mm. 91-94, mm. 97-99 piano imitates  
timbre of Bangzi.  
 
In order to capture the timbre of traditional Chinese percussion instruments, Bright 
Sheng wrote groups of tone cluster chords in sixteen notes with accents in the piano 
cadenzas in mm 164-166 and mm. 176-179 to parallel the excitement of all the orchestral 
percussion instruments playing together (Example 21). Additionally, Bright Sheng 
suggests having strict rhythm with clear pedal to create the steady percussive beats.59 To 
achieve the same articulation on every sixteenth note, both hands need to keep the hand 
frame constantly and strike the keys in the same weight, and the flutter pedaling is needed 
to build up the climax and to clarify the beats. 
 
Example 21: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p.11, mm. 164-166, piano cluster chords 
imitate all percussion instrument play together.  
 
Besides percussion instruments, there are two major categories of instruments 
mimicked by the piano in A Night at the Chinese Opera. One is the melodic legato line 
created by woodwind instruments, and another is the short accented melody by the string 
instruments. 
                                                 
59 Bright Sheng, Personal Interview, 2017.  
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Dizi and Sheng are the two main woodwind instruments in the traditional Chinese 
orchestra. Sheng, is also called “Mouth organ” and is the earliest reed pipe wind 
instrument to employ a free reed (Figure 8). It makes sounds through the combination of 
the reed, the pipe, and the free vibration on the reed in the reed frame.60  Because the 
pipes are constructed by more than ten pieces of bamboo, it has a gentle timbre that 
suggests tranquility and peacefulness.61  
 
Figure 8: Chinese traditional woodwind instrument, Sheng. 
 
The theme A is first introduced by the Sheng at mm.10, and the composer gives the 
piano the soft dynamic pp to imitate the Sheng’s elegant sound throughout almost the 
entire A section (Example 22). This requires that the pianist use finger legato with a 
gentle attack on the keys to create the softer but delightful timbre of Sheng. The pianist 
should also think about the longer phrases to imitate the breath quality of the Sheng. 
                                                 
60 Jin jie, Chinese music, Chapter 3, Chinese Musical Instruments pp. 54, Cambridge University Press, New 
York, 2011 
 
61 Ibid, 54. 
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Example 22: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p.1, mm.10-18 Piano right hand imitates the 
timbre of Sheng.  
 
Another instrumental timbre the composer transferred to the piano is Dizi, the 
Chinese Flute (Figure 9). The traditional Chinese flute is made from bamboo, it has six 
tone holes, one blowing hole and one flute diaphragm hole.62 The Dizi tone is small and 
carrying, with a loud, clear timbre and rich expressive sound.63  
 
Figure 9: Chinese traditional woodwind instrument, Dizi. 
In mm. 152-159, the composer applies the bright timbre of Dizi by using 
characteristic grace notes. Sheng also says, “Accents should always be on the second 
                                                 
62 Jin jie, Chinese music, Chapter 3, Chinese Musical Instruments pp. 54. 
 
63 Ibid. 
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grace notes in order to create the bright Dizi sound” (Example 23). Grace notes seem easy 
to play on the piano, however faster grace notes might result a dissonant interval, and 
slower grace notes don’t show the brilliant sound of the Dizi. The effect that the 
composer wants to create is the clear notes with a distinct, bight sound. The solution is to 
have enough sound on the grace note by using a fast attack with fingertips. 
 
Example 23: A Night at the Chines Opera, p. 10, mm.152-154, Piano right hand imitate 
timbre of Dizi. 
 
Lastly, Sheng mimics the color of string instruments including the plucked string 
instruments and bowed string instruments. The plucked string instrument, which serves 
as an accompaniment for Sheng almost through the entire A section (mm.5-mm.45), is 
the Ruan. Ruan is a lute with a fretted neck, a circular body, and four strings (Figure 
10).64  
                                                 
64 http://www.china-expats.com/Images/Instruments/Ruan.htm. 
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Figure 10: Chinese traditional string instrument Ruan. 
Sheng draws eighth notes with staccato and small legato line to the rest to indicate 
the plucking sound from the Ruan, which is gently short but with resonance (Example 
24). To achieve the sound of Ruan, a note should be played with the finger pad to 
produce a slightly longer note than a staccato to sound like the gentile pizzicato of Ruan. 
 
Example 24: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p.1, mm. 10-13, piano left hand imitates the 
timbre of plucked instrument Ruan.  
 
To reinforce the resonance from Ruan’s plucking sound, the composer suggests the 
western piano technique of using the sostenuto pedal through the whole A section65 
(Example 25). For the pianist, this means that both hands could be applied at the same 
time with the right hand pressing down the white keys and left hand pressing down the 
black keys, however the positions for two hands can be alternated. Additionally, I 
                                                 
65 Indication on score of A night at the Chinese opera.  
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experimented with pressing down notes with palms and with fingers, and the result is that 
using palms is much easier to press down all of the notes silently. 
 
Example 25: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p.1, mm. 1 piano special technique. 
  
Compared with the long and legato melody line which is characteristic of the 
woodwind instrument Sheng, the composer adopts another string instrument the Huqin to 
produce a short and accented melody line. Huqin is a bowed instrument and plays a 
significant role in the Chinese traditional orchestra. Huqin use a bow and strings to 
produce sound through friction, vibration and resonance  (Figure 11).66  
 
Figure 11: Chinese traditional string instrument Huqin. 
 
Huqin is including the Gaohu (high pitch), Erhu (moderately high) and Zhonghu 
(middle range) that is based on the ranges and the colors. All three are represented in A 
                                                 
66 Jin jie, Chinese music, Chapter 3, Chinese Musical Instruments pp. 57. 
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Night at the Chinese Opera.  The composer uses piano to imitate the huqin sound first at 
mm. 53 -55 and mm.60-66 by creating two voice lines on eighth notes with accents 
(example 26). The upper voice is the Erhu and the lower voice is the Zhonghu. In order to 
match the Huqin’s musical charater, Bright Sheng applies the accent on each notes to 
present a bright and non-legato sound of Huqin. This writing requires the pianist to think 
about the two different voices alternating in one hand, and to produce a faster attack with 
fingertips. 
 
Example 26: A Night at the Chinese Opera, p. 4, mm. 53-56 and mm.62-65 piano right 
hand imitates the timbre of Huqing. 
 
Besides Bright Sheng’s skillful writing to color the different voices of traditional 
Chinese instruments, he also compensated for common limitations of the piano by 
extensive use of the sostenuto pedal. While orchestral instruments are capable of 
extended sustaining lines, this is a difficult effect typically for piano. However, the 
addition of the pedal easily allows the piano to sustain, creating an orchestral effect. The 
sostenuto pedal can be used on a held note to sustain and shape the moving notes. 
However, the use of the pedal needs to be used precisely to capture precise notes or 
chords. Therefore, the moving line should remain clear and distinct, with good pedal 
changes to emphasize harmonic changes (Example 27). 
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Example 27: A Night at the Chinese opera, p.7, mm.112, piano part. 
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CHAPTER 4 
THREE FANTASIES 
Three Fantasies for violin and piano was published in 2005, the same year as A 
Night in the Chinese Opera. Three Fantasies is dedicated to Cho-Liang Lin, who 
premiered it on May 19, 2006 at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C with pianist 
Andre-Michel Schub.67 The three movements each have three very different inspirations, 
which led to the title of the work.68 
The Inspiration of Dream Song 
The first movement of Dream Song is also the shortest of the Three Fantasies. It 
contains simple melodies that Sheng heard in a dream. In my interview with Bright 
Sheng, he recalled that  
We always dream something, but we forget about it in the morning. I dreamed this 
melody while I was sleeping. I woke up and went back to sleep again. I still 
remembered this beautiful musical line in the morning, so I felt that this musical line 
is special and important. I spent two hours sitting in front of the piano to compose 
this simple and beautiful movement.69  
 
 
 
                                                 
67 Bright Sheng, Three Fantasies (New York, NY: G Schirmer, 2008), program note.   
 
68 Ibid. 
 
69 Bright Sheng, personal interview, 2017. It was translated by author.   
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Structure and Compositional Techniques in Dream Song 
Dream Song is the shortest fantasy comprised of only forty-four measures. However, 
within a short piece, Sheng is still able to produce a complete sonata form structure 
(Figure 12). 
 Exposition Development Recapitulation  
Theme Primary Secondary Primary Secondary  Primary  Secondary 
Measure  1-10 11-17 18-20 21-29 30-39 40-44 
Mode A Aeolian B Phrygian Violin: E Flat Aeolian 
Piano: B Flat Aeolian 
F Aeolian A Aeolian A Aeolian 
Cadence HC PAC HC PAC HC PAC 
Figure 12: Formal structure chart of Dream Song. 
Although Sheng uses western modes, he affects a non-traditional expectation and 
realization of phrases with modal writing. As seen in Example 28, the primary tonal 
center of the passage is A. However, here Sheng completes phrases on the note G, which 
leaves the phrase feeling unfinished. This can be a satisfying technique for the audience, 
allowing for tonal resolution to A in a cadential conclusion at the end.  
 
Example 28: Dream Song, p.1 mm.1-10 violin part. 
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Example 28: Dream Song, p.1 mm.13-17. 
Bright Sheng presents this simple piece by using two instruments mostly moving 
horizontally together, and frequently sharing the same melody in unison or parallel fifths. 
This writing is to give the sense of a simple and sweet dreamy atmosphere. For example, 
the violin and piano play in unison for three measures before diverging and playing 
parallel fifths from mm. 11-17 with the similar melodic contour (Example 20).  
 
Example 29: Dream Song, p.1 mm. 11-17 piano and violin play parallel fifth. 
Moreover, Bright Sheng adds contrast to the tone color by using bitonally. For 
instance, in mm. 18-19, Bright Sheng uses E-flat Aeolian on the violin and B-flat Aeolian 
on the piano (Example 30). 
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Example 30: Dream Song. p.1 mm. 18-19, piano and violin play in the different keys. 
Interpretative Suggestions of Dream Song 
Bright Sheng marked the tempo for this movement as quarter note equals 63-69. He 
explained that “the tempo could be a little bit slower than what is indicated on the score 
in order to create the dreamy atmosphere without any agitato feeling.”70 Besides creating 
an extended legato line, he stated that the most important element of this movement is the 
little slur from the final notes of phrases into rests. Even with the ending phrase is marked 
non-ritardando with little slurs on the last notes into the rest, which is to produce a 
continuous feeling without stopping, and allowing the sound to travel into the air and 
disappear (Example 31). Here Sheng leaves the violin on the note G and piano continuing 
the phrase and ends up on the note A to give audiences the sense of closure. This is the 
resolution the listener is waiting for from the meandering phrases that end on G each time. 
                                                 
70 Bright Sheng, Personal Interview, 2017. 
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Example 31: Dream Song, p. 2 mm. 39-44, piano and violin part end with a short slur to 
the rest. 
 
The use of short slurs gives a continuous feeling that represents the feeling of an 
uninterrupted dream. At the beginning of the coaching, Sheng asked, 
What is legato? How do you describe legato? How to play legato on the piano and 
violin? Does legato only mean that two notes are connected? For me, legato 
doesn’t only mean to connect notes, but to have direction with a long phrase, and 
to shape the phrases with crescendo and decrescendo. Think about where the high 
point of the phrase is and where each phrase goes. You can imagine that when 
you tell a story, the sound of the story is continued through the breath. This is the 
idea of the short slurs.71  
In order to produce Sheng’s idea, the pianist should use finger legato and the 
sustaining pedal together. The beginning note of each phrase shouldn’t be louder than the 
ending notes from previous phrases to have the feeling of connection between the voices. 
There are only ten measures where the pianist plays both hands in unison together. 
Mostly, the piano only has monophonic line, either in the right hand or left hand. In order 
to avoid awkward stretching while attempting to play a perfect legato in one hand, the 
monophonic line on the piano can also played by two hands (Example 32). 
                                                 
71 Bright Sheng, Personal Interview, 2017. 
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Example 32: Dream Song, p.1 mm.7-17 piano part could be played by two hands.  
 
Additionally, Sheng remared that there are three voices that share one simple 
melody, and these voices have to blend together by moving horizontally forward with 
same color tone. 72  Sheng marked flautando on the violin in mm 17-20 in the 
development and in mm. 34-39 in the recapitulations to show a different color on violin. 
To match the flautando tone of the violin, the soft pedal is needed in the piano to create a 
dreamy and gentle melody.  In addition to these many suggestions for the pianist, Sheng 
also stated that the violinist should vibrate every note to avoid rushing. 
The Inspiration of Tibetan Air  
Bright Sheng adopts the idea of Layi music in the second fantasie, Tibetan Air73. 
Layi music is from the region of Eastern Tibet and it is a type of love song sung by 
laborers on the mountains as a musical form of entertainment. Bright Sheng used 
                                                 
72 Bright Sheng, Personal Interview, 2017. 
 
73 Ibid. 
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percussive and dissonant timbres, random rhythmic effects, contrasting dynamics, and 
chant-like straightforward motion to reflect the rough life style and wild feeling of 
Tibetan folk music. Moreover, we can trace the elements of traditional Tibetan folk 
music in this movement including a melismatic singing style, Tibetan-style rhythms, and 
traditional folk song modes. 
 
The Structure and Compositional Technique in Tibetan Air 
Tibetan Air consists of a three-part structure: A, B, and A+B with a short 
introduction and coda that expands on rhythmic and textural effects (Figure 13).  
 
 Measures Tempo Musical texture 
Introduction  mm.1- 4 Quarter note=69 Percussive sound effect with a Viennese 
trichord on the piano, and major seventh 
intervals with glissandos on the violin.  
A  mm.5-46 Quarter note=69 Primary theme is in the pentatonic mode, 
alternately introduced on the piano and 
violin, and it contains the main rhythmic 
structure: two against three.   
B mm.47-67 Quarter note=76 
Poco piu mosso 
A new musical texture is introduced in 
the B section: a horizontal 
straightforward, chant-like singing 
motion in anhemitonic pentatonic mode74 
in both instruments  
A+B mm.68-84 Quarter note=72 
 
Musical texture combination from A and 
B  
                                                 
74 A pentatonic scale that does not contain half steps. 
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Coda mm. 85-92 Quarter note=72 
 
Dissonant chords on the piano and 
circling notes in the high register on 
violin; both instruments increase the 
dynamic to ffff 
Figure 13: Form structure chart of Tibetan Air. 
The A section presents the primary theme in pentatonic mode alternating between 
the violin and piano in different keys. For example, the primary theme is first introduced 
by violin in the G-sharp Shang pentatonic mode at mm. 5-8 and then played by piano in 
the D-sharp Shang pentatonic mode in mm.10-12 which is a modulated fourth degree 
below the original key (Example 33).  
 
Example 33: Tibetan Air, p. 3, mm.5-7 primary theme on the violin. 
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Example 33: Tibetan air p. 3-4, mm. 10-13  primary theme modulated to the piano. 
 
Bright Sheng borrows the idea of the Tibetan folk song modulation, and emphasizes 
the importance of the fourth in multiple ways to express the traditional Tibetan folk 
aesthetic.75 Besides the modulation of the primary theme, he also places the piano part a 
fourth above the violin in the chant-like B section, and sometimes between two 
instruments in fifths (Example 34). Use of the parallel motion can also be found in the B 
section in mm.63-67 (Example 34).  
                                                 
75 The certain modulations indicate traditional or “folk” writing are “1, modulation to the 4th above the 
modal tonic; 2. modulation by touching another pentatonic; 3. use of alternate position of a give scale-
degree; 4, miscellaneous modulations.”  From: Peter Crossley-Holland, Form and style in Tibetan folksong 
melody, 1967. 
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Example 34: Tibetan air, p. 8 mm. 47-48. Piano starts a fourth above the violin. 
 
 
Example 34: Tibetan air, p. 10, mm. 63-64 parallel fourth.  
Sheng also uses anhemitonic pentatonic mode horizontally in both instruments on 
moving quintuplets and sextuplets scales in the B section to create the chant-like singing 
motion in mm. 47-67. Anhemitonic meaning “without semitones”, used mainly in 
conjunction with Pentatonic, anhemitonic Pentatonic consists of a combination of major 
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2nds and minor 3rds.76 Anhemitonic pentatonic is another important element in Tibetan 
folk music. Ian Collinge states that, “mode is one of the most intriguing aspects of 
Tibetan folk and secular music, and many Central Tibetan songs are based on 
anhemitonic pentatonic modal structure.”77 Sheng primarily uses anhemitonic pentatonic 
mode in the B section, but also alludes to it in mm. 34-35 and mm. 38 to interrupt the 
main structure of A section (Example 35).  
 
Example 35: Tibetan Air, p.6-7, mm 34-35 and mm.38, Anhemitonic Pentatonic. 
Ornaments and melisma are also important elements in Tibetan folk music. In the 
traditional Tibetan melodies, the two major forms of ornament are portamenti and grace 
                                                 
76 "Anhemitonic," Grove Music Online, Accessed on 22 Mar. 2018, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-0000000948. 
 
77 Ian Collinge, “Developments in Musicology in Tibet: The Emergence of a new Tibetan Musical 
Lexicon,” Asian Music Vol. 28, no. 1 (Autumn, 1996-winter, 1997), University of Texas Press, 102. 
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notes.78 Bright Sheng borrowed the concept of the Tibetan folk song ornamentation and 
includes it for the violin in portamenti on the glissandi at the beginning (Example 36).  
 
Example 36: Tibetan Air, p.1 mm 1-4 violin glissandi. 
The usage of grace notes and trills are prevalent though the entire piece on both 
instruments. Compared with the traditional grace notes we often see in the western 
Classical period, the grace notes for the Tibetan folk song have three main categories: 
grace notes that are a tone or semitone higher than the primary note, grace notes are a 
minor third above or below the primary note, or grace notes are a tone below the primary 
note. 79  Sheng takes the advantage of Tibetan folk music ornament traditions in this 
movement by marking the trills notes and the grace notes in parentheses for consideration 
by the performer. For example: Sheng marks the trill notes are a tone above or a minor 
third above the primary note in mm. 32-34 (Example. 37). 
                                                 
78 Peter Crossley-Holland, Form and style in Tibetan folksong melody, pp.32  
79 Ibid, pp.33 
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Example 37: Tibetan air, p,6 mm 32-34 piano ornaments. 
 
Another important element of this movement is the uneven rhythmic effect, which 
hints of a folk aesthetic style and the wild feeling of Tibetan music. Sheng expresses the 
musical style by including different rhythmical patterns that are based on Tibetan 
traditional folk music elements. Peter Crossley-Holland describes the metrical structure 
of Tibetan folk songs as having four types of meter: isometric, regular; isometric, varied; 
heterometric; and quasi-metric or freely rhythmical.80 Even though the tempo of this 
movement remains static, Sheng frequently uses polyrhythm, especially in the A section. 
The use of two against three is the main rhythmic feature, however, there are multiple 
rhythmic patterns that occur happens at the same time. For instance, the piano mostly 
presents the melody line in triplets, and the violin melody consists of triplets, sixteenth 
notes, quintuplets, sextuplets, and septuplets, all against the static triplets in piano 
(Example 38). 
                                                 
80 Ibid, pp.15 
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Example 38: Tibetan Air, p. 5 mm. 21-22 and mm.27-28, polyrhythm. 
 
Finally, Sheng creates a special piano timbre by using extended techniques on the 
piano. Tone clusters create a percussive effect throughout the entire piece. In the article, 
“Musical Flight in Tibet” by Ter Ellingson-Waugh, he explains the importance of the 
drum in the Tibetan folk music. He notes, “Any recoding of Tibetan music proves 
convincingly the importance of drums and metallophones in Tibet.”81 Sheng emphasizes 
the percussive sound on piano. His use of dissonant chords in the introduction from 
mm.1-4 creates a drum-like sound, and the same idea recurs in the B section and in the 
A+B section as well (Example 39). 
 
Example 39: Tibetan Air, p.1 mm.1-4 piano plays dissonant chords. 
                                                 
81 Ter Ellingson-Waugh, “Musical flight in Tibet,” Asian Music, Vol. 5, No. 2 (1974), University of Texas 
Press, 16.  
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To support his idea, Sheng also utilizes piano harmonics and hand muting at 
beginning (Example 40). The pianist should silently depress and hold the notes with the 
sostenuto pedal until the end of m. 45 in order to keep the resonance of some of the piano 
strings, and avoid the drum-like sound on the piano becoming dry. Another special 
technique is to strike all of the strings inside of the piano by using the left-hand palm, 
which will be discussed in the following part interpretative suggestions (Example 40). 
 
 
Example 40: Tibetan Air, p.1, mm. 1 and mm.5 piano special technique. 
 Interpretative suggestions for Tibetan Air 
Regarding the interpretation of the A section, Sheng has two ideas. First, he stated, 
“forget about what the composer wrote, there is no such a thing as a wrong tempo, if you 
need to be free, be free. Just find the perfect tempo that you think suits the musical 
character.”82 He marked quarter note equals sixty-nine in the printed score, but suggested 
it can be a little bit slower to allow the violin and piano more freedom in the introduction. 
Starting with the A section, both instruments need to immediately show the rough sound 
on the accented notes. At the same time, he uses the dissonant intervals in both 
                                                 
82 Ibid. 
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instruments to enhance the rough musical style. The violin should use the full bow to 
create a powerful and grounded sound.  
Sheng’s second suggestion is to focus on the distinct articulation on both 
instruments. One of the articulations is the notes with accents; the other a longer, legato 
phrase. He recommends that the piano melody with accents (mm 10) needs to sound like 
it is played with the thumb. Thus, the pianist should use the same weight on every 
accented note. When he marked legato from m. 27 to the end of the A section, the pianist 
must immediately change to a gentle legato articulation for the melody, and change pedal 
usage.  
The musical character changes immediately in the B section. Compared with the 
uneven rhythmic patterns that appeared in the A section, the B section contains chant-like 
breathless singing. The violin and piano usually move together, and Sheng draws a short 
slur after each phrase on the violin to indicate continuation, similar to Dream Song. 
Additionally, Sheng features two major articulations in the B section, which are accented 
melodic lines and legato melodic lines.  He suggests that both instruments match 
articulation. The result is to imagine using the “a” vowel to sing the chant-like legato line 
from mm 47, and then switch to the “a” vowel with an added “t” consonant to emphasize 
the accented motion from mm. 54. He also suggested minimal pedal changes to create a 
fluid background for the chant (example 41). 
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Example 41: Tibetan Air, mm. p. 8-9, 47-48 and mm. 55-56 different articulations in the  
Anhemitonic Pentatonic.  
 
Sheng also emphasized the importance of the melody not becoming lost in the 
articulations. He mentioned that, “A good composer is just like a good film director, the 
audience can always find where the story line is and just follow it. Once you have the 
story line, then you can develop it to make a shining climax.”83 An emphasis on the 
melody can also resolve any ensemble issues. Ensemble is not easy in this movement. 
Besides practicing and rehearsing with a metronome, both performers need to think about 
the same musical lines to be successful. Sheng is extremely clear as to which voice is 
more important by the use of clear dynamics in order for the performers to better 
understand the music and voicing. For instance, in the piano part in mm. 59-61, the left 
hand and right hand’s dynamics are symmetrical to easily show the left hand voice is 
becoming more important (Example 42). The main voice alternates from right hand 
sextuplets to the left hand melody in triplets in mm.60. Sheng emphasizes this further by 
drawing a dotted line from left hand to right hand in the middle of mm. 61 to show the 
continuity of the melody line that will be carried by the right hand (Example 42). 
                                                 
83 Bright Sheng, Interview, 2017.  
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Example 42: Tibetan Air, p, 9-10, mm 59-62 voice passing. 
 
There are also two special techniques used on piano: one is to press the cluster 
chord silently and hold the notes with the sostenuto pedal until the end of the A section. 
That means that the pianist should place the hands on the keys and press slowly; 
sometimes this is most easily achieved with the palm. Another special technique is to 
strike all of the strings inside of the piano by using left hand palm, which is to imitate the 
sound of Tibetan cymbal84 (Example 43).  
                                                 
84 Bright Sheng, Interview, 2017.  
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Example 43: Tibetan Air, p.1 mm. 1 and mm. 5 piano special technique.  
The pianist needs to be familiar with these twentieth-century special piano 
techniques and can practice moving his/her hands from on the keys to interior playing in 
order to become comfortable with posture and timing. Sometimes standing up is needed 
for a pianist who doesn't have long arms.  
The Inspiration of Kazakhstan Love Song  
Bright Sheng was drawn to the sheer beauty of a folk song that he heard while 
traveling in the Chinese part of Kazakhstan in the summer of 2000 when he was 
researching ethnomusicology. The melody for the third fantasy, Kazakhstan Love Song, is 
based on this song and is beautiful with a tinge of sadness.85 
In recent years I became fascinated by the enormous commercial, cultural, and 
religious exchange the Silk Road had brought to all the countries between Asia 
and Europe. I wondered how music cultures moved along this route and how 
foreign music influence, infiltrated, and embedded itself into Chinese music. I 
wondered if this interaction might have resulted in the distinct discrepancies 
between the music of northwest China and the rest of Chinese folk or classical 
music. And I wondered if it was still possible today to find traces of this ancient 
music migration along the modern-day Silk Road regions. In the summer of 2000, 
                                                 
85 Bright Sheng, Three Fantasies, program note.  
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I finally made my trip: for two months I collected and studied the music cultures 
of the silk road within the current Chinese border from Si-an to Kashgar.86 
 
The Structure and Compositional Techniques in Kazakhstan Love Song 
Kazakhstan Love Song follows a big three-part A-B-C structure with a transition 
between section B and C displaying varied musical textures (Figure 14).  
Sections  Measures  Major voice   Musical texture  
Section A mm.1-18 Violin  Violin presents the slow melody 
in C Aeolian and piano echoes 
with arpeggios  
Section B a mm.19-22 Piano and Violin Piano right hand and violin 
share the melody in G Aeolian 
in imitative counterpoint, and 
piano left hand text shifts to 
thirty-second fast running notes.  
b mm.22-29 Violin Violin introduces the melody in 
C Aeolian and piano supports 
by grouping notes alternated 
with fast scales.  
c mm.30-37 Piano Piano plays the melody from b 
in G Aeolian in the left hand 
and violin plays groups of 
pizzicatos  
d mm.38-43 Violin Climax with intensity is built up 
by horizontally offset ascending 
and descending phrases within 
both instruments, vertically 
intricate rhythmic patterns 
against with each other, use of 
dissonant intervals and 
contrasting dynamics.   
                                                 
86 Bright Sheng, “Melodic migration of the silk road – Music samplings of Northwest China,” Bright Sheng 
Personal Website, Accessed March 6, 2018, 
http://brightsheng.com/articles/essayfilesbybs/MELODIES%20OF%20THE%20SILK%20ROAD%20.pdf. 
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Transition  mm.44-47 Violin and Piano Smooth transfer to the last 
section C by thinning the 
musical texture   
Section C  mm.48-61 Violin Similar musical texture of A, 
however Violin introduces a 
special technique in order to 
match the tone color that 
composer wants. The section 
ends with G Phrygian, which 
shares the same collection of 
notes as C Aeolian. 
Figure 14: Formal structure chart of Kazakhstan Love Song. 
Bright Sheng writes a slow lamenting C Aeolian mode on the violin accompanied 
with wave-like arpeggios on the piano in A section from mm.1-17. The section B is the 
largest section in which new elements are added to form new melodic ideas and rhythmic 
flow. It consists of a four-part structure, a-b-c-d, and each part is builds up by increasing 
the musical texture, complex rhythmic patterns, and contrasting dynamics. The B-a 
(mm.19-22) part draws on imitative counterpoint and planning technique in both voices 
to emphasize the melody. The melody is shared in the piano right hand with the violin 
and supported with ascending and descending thirty-second notes in the piano’s left hand 
(Example 44). The use of fast running scales in the left hand and the planning technique 
in the right hand become important elements throughout the entire B section. 
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Example 44: Kazakhstan Love Song, p. 15, mm.19-20 piano right hand and violin sharing 
same melody. 
 
Part b and part c of the B section display the same melody in the different keys that 
alternate between violin and piano with the accompaniment developed in multiple ways. 
In the B-b part from mm. 23-29, the violin introduces the melody in C Aeolian mode as 
the top voice and is supported by the pianist playing group of notes in the different 
combination (Example 45). However, the same melody but in G Aeolian is introduced by 
the piano’s lower voice while the violinist plays a series of pizzicatos with varying 
rhythmic patterns, such as quintuplet and septuplet, in the B-c part (mm. 30-37) (Example 
46). Additionally, in the B-c part, the piano plays the dominant role and the tonal center 
switches from G Aeolian to A Aeolian.  
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Example 45: Kazakhstan Love Song, p, 19-20, mm 23-25 melody on the violin. 
 
Example 46: Kazakhstan Love Song, p. 23, mm 31-32 melody on the piano. 
 
Part B-d (mm. 38-mm.43) is the climactic point of the B section and also the most 
complicated moment of this fantasy due to the offset ascending and descending phrases 
of both instruments. The two instruments play horizontally in contrary motion, while 
vertically both instruments increase the intensity of the musical texture with intricate 
rhythmic patterns.  Bright Sheng also used the western compositional technique of 
diatonic planing 87 in the violin to build up to the climax and support the dissonant 
intensity (Example 47). Bright Sheng also utilized the Viennese trichord A, E-flat, G- 
sharp, that is found on the highest notes of three violin phrases to build harmonic 
intensity.  
                                                 
87 Harmonic parallelism, so typical of much twentieth-century music, is often referred to as planing. 
Parallelism may be diatonic, meaning that it suits only the white keys of the piano or some transposition of 
them. From: Stefan Kostkam, Materials and Techniques of Post-tonal Music, 75.  
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Example 47: Kazakhstan Love Song, p, 23-24, mm 38-41, two contrary voices.  
 
The violin and piano keep the uneven rhythmic pattern in the transition (mm.44-46); 
however, both instruments add descending trills and gradually simplify the musical 
texture to the last C section.  
The section C (48-61) has a similar musical texture to the A section, as it maintains 
the violin taking the dominant role while the piano plays accompaniment. However, 
Sheng took full advantage of modern violin techniques. He marked con sord, col legno 
attraverso gli capelli on the violin in order to have the violinist achieve the tone color 
that he imagines. The piano part accompanies the violin part by adopting the group of fast 
circling notes to the end, and the music fades away to the violin’s glissando and harmonic 
(Example 48). The C section will be briefly discussed in the following part of 
interpretation.  
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Example 48: Kazakhstan Love Song, p. 27, mm. 48-50, violin special techique. 
Additionally, Bright Sheng kept C Aeolian as the tonal center, and mostly 
modulated to G Aeolian in this fantasy. The only variant is where the tonal center 
alternated to G Phrygian, which are G, A-flat, B-flat, C, D, E-flat, F, and G from mm. 56 
to the end (Example 49). Moreover, Sheng skillfully maintained the tonality of C Aeolian, 
because G Phrygian shares the same collection of pitches as C Aeolian: C, D, E-flat, F, G, 
A-flat and B-flat. 
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Example 49: Kazakhstan Love Song p. 28, mm.55-61, Violin melody in G Phrygian. 
 
Interpretative Suggestions for Kazakhastan Love Song 
Bright Sheng marked attacca at the end of Tibetan Air as an indication of how he 
wants to connect the last two fantasies. He uses a dark tone cluster on the piano lower 
range at the end of Tibetan Air and requires the pianist to hold the chord until the end of 
the second measure of Kazakhstan Love Song. He also marks “distant, emerging from 
noise” in the violin part at the beginning of Kazakhastan Love Song (Example 50) to 
indicate the beginning color of the fantasy.  
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Example 50: Tibetan Air mm. 91-92, Kazakhstan Love Song mm. 1-2, pp.15-16 Attacca. 
 
When holding the chord on the piano, the pianist should be mindful of two possible 
outcomes: one is that the chord is held and the piano will be too loud, while another is 
that the chord is too short and the violin voice won’t sound like it’s coming from far 
away. Therefore, the piano chord cannot be held too long or too short, and changing the 
pedal can helpful for decreasing the volume of the cluster chord. The violinist should 
play while the piano sound starts to decrease as though emerging from the background 
atmosphere. Sheng explained, 
The melody from the beginning of Kazakhstan Love Song recollects the folk 
songs from the region, and the general meaning of the text is that an old man is 
thinking about his lost youth. Imagine that the violin is the old man, who is 
singing along on sad words with difficult steps in the desert, and the piano 
creates the blurry desert atmosphere with bell-like, shining arpeggios to give 
the illusion of hope.88  
 
In order to achieve this idea, the top notes of the arpeggios on the piano need to be 
played out by using fingertips. The violinist should use minimal vibrato on each note to 
indicate the shaking heart and sad story. 
                                                 
88 Bright Sheng, Interview, 2017. Translated by author  
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 In the B section, the ensemble is extremely difficult due to the increasing musical 
texture, complex rhythmic patterns, contrary motion, and virtuosic techniques in the parts 
of both instruments. Thus, the performer should find an important line to follow and 
allow other elements to simply flow with it. This helps to resolve the difficult ensemble 
issues. The melody line is still representing an old man singing, and fast running notes 
and scales mostly on the piano create the boundless desert atmosphere with sand blown 
by the wind. For example, at the beginning of the B section from mm.19, the melodic 
voices on both violin and piano right hand need to sing out, and the pianist in the left 
hand part needs to play the delicate running notes under the melody with less action and 
more evenness through the fingers. Moreover, the pianist should be aware and balance 
the accompaniment with the theme at certain spots. For instance, in mm. 30-32, the 
melody is played in the middle voice of the piano part along with moving fast notes in the 
right hand (Example 51). In order to play out the middle voice of the melodic line, it is 
necessary to practice hands separate with more weight in the right side of the left hand to 
balance the melody in the upper voice. At the same time, this attention by the pianist 
helps the violinist to play sharp pizzicatos by following the direction of main melody. 
 
Example 51: Kazakhstan Love Song, p. 21, mm. 30-32 piano left hand plays melody. 
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The climax of this fantasy is in mm 38-44. Sheng had suggested to imagine that the 
increasing voice of the violin is the strangled scream from the old man, while the piano 
provides an image of the blurry sandy desert. 89  Even though Bright Sheng has not 
included pedal indications in the score, he is clear about the intended effect by drawing 
slurs over the moving notes on the piano. Not many pedal changes are needed in this 
section, but the use of flutter pedal in the low register could help to decrease the musical 
texture and keep the piano at the ppp dynamic. In this part, irregular rhythms with 
contrary motion between the two instruments can be challenging. It will be very helpful 
for both performers to practice slowly with a metronome and to listen carefully to each 
other. 
Soft dynamics, especially on the piano, are the special character featured in Tibetan 
Air. Although Bright Sheng doesn’t indicate the soft pedal in the score, it is necessary to 
use especially while the piano plays running fast notes in the lower register. By doing so, 
the pianist can resist building the dynamic, and can also play precise scales within such a 
small dynamic range. Additionally, to clearly differentiate between dynamic levels is 
crucial. For example, the pianist needs to be careful to increase the dynamic from pp to p 
or decrease the dynamic from pp to ppp (Example 52).  
                                                 
89 Bright Sheng, Interview, 2017.  
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Example 52: Kazakhstan Love Song, p, 22. mm. 35, piano dynamic from pp to ppp. 
 
In the last C section, the piano mostly plays an element of quick triplet notes in the 
lower register to interact with the violin main theme. The pianist should use the soft pedal 
to avoid overpowering the violin main theme. The piano element can also be played freer, 
and the last group of the triplet must be played delicately with a feeling of slowing down 
(Example 53). 
 
Example 53: Kazakhstan Love Song, p. 28, mm 59-61.  
 
Bright Sheng indicated that the final section of this movement is the most important 
part, as it concludes the whole piece. He utilized a special technique in the violin: 
  75 
Loosening the hair completely to play with the wood of the bow stick, with the violinist’s 
bow hand grabbing the part of the bow one third from the frog. This new technique is to 
create a breathless voice of the old man, who is exhausted by completing his story and 
memory. The slurs throughout this passage are constantly connecting two notes, 
indicating short phrasing. To achieve this effect, the violinist should always emphasize 
the first note and release the second one. Another essential element of this passage is the 
rhythm. There are triplets, quadruplets, quintuplets and sextuplets with different 
combination of slurs. According to the composer, this kind of notation does not need to 
be followed exactly. Instead, it is more important to make the long notes longer and short 
notes shorter, exaggerating the rhythmic difference to stretch the gesture, which vividly 
mimics the exhaustion of the old man. At the very end, a subtle emptiness comes from 
the last long open D with a pizzicato of open G on the piano, after which all the drama 
happened before has gone with the wind. This passage closes up the whole piece with a 
helpless, tiring, and poignant atmosphere (Example 54). 
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Example 54: Kazakhstan Love Song, p. 27-28, mm. 48-61, piano pattern and violin patter. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSION 
Bright Sheng, a world-renowned Chinese-American composer, often mentions that 
he is 100% Chinese and 100% American and is searching for his unique compositional 
style between invisible boundaries between Chinese and Western culture. 
When I was small, I was told a story about a garden of treasure with a secret 
entrance. So everyone searched and searched for this garden, until, after a very 
long time, the door finally opened itself yet there is no treasure in the garden! But 
the experience of searching has taught people lessons about life. I like this story 
because writing music is like searching for the garden of treasure. In the end, 
maybe the purpose is the searching itself, through which I learn about how to 
compose as a Chinese and as an American.90 
 
A Night at the Chinese Opera and Three Fantasies are among Bright Sheng’s many 
compositions, in which he demonstrates his musical style and successfully introduces the 
Chinese historical stories and Eastern cultural essence to the Western classical music 
world. To attain an understanding of the musical ideas and their authenticity based in 
Chinese tradition, the performers and audience need to study and be familiar with various 
timbres of traditional Chinese musical instruments, different musical characters from 
different regions along with the Chinese historical background. His compositions 
contribute more varieties to global culture exchange. These two extraordinary pieces 
feature beautiful melodies, virtuosic techniques and sophisticated compositional 
techniques, which deserve to be widely propagated. I hope this project will provide the 
opportunity for Western performers and audiences to better understand this music and 
                                                 
90 Bright Sheng, “Never Far Away,” Bright Sheng Personal Website, Accessed March 6, 2018, 
http://brightsheng.com/articles/essayfilesbybs/Never%20Far%20Away.pdf. 
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increase the recognition of outstanding compositions by Bright Sheng as well as other 
Chinese composers in the Western musical world. 
Sheng, like Bartok with Hungarian music, searches for a way to fuse the Chinese 
musical characters with Western musical techniques. How fascinating that Sheng’s music 
always reminds of Bartok: they have similarities such as use pentatonic mode, folk 
melody influences, intricate rhythmic patterns, extreme dynamics, big intervals and 
dissonant chords. Both composers blend folk music elements into their own 
compositional style. Especially in the Three Fantasies, Sheng attained a high level of 
mastery, like Bartok, in integrating folk music where the folk melody only serves as a 
motive on which the work is built. I believe that the comparison between these two great 
composers could be a fascinating and interesting topic for people who are interested in 
ethnomusicology and multiple cultures in Western classical music. I hope that this 
document serves as an important guide to Sheng’s writing for contemporary performers 
and invites further research of this great composer.  
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APPENDIX A 
LETTER OF PERMISSION  
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APPENDIX B 
LECTURE RECITAL  
As a part of my project, I had held a lecture recital on Feb. 22nd at five pm at Katzin 
Concert Hall, Arizona state university.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ynqk6Q4XAUs&t=2367s 
 
 
 
 
